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Abstract: A socio-cultural theory of learning places importance on the 
social and cultural context of the learning as well as the interaction 
between a more expert other and the learner. Scaffolding at the level of 
interaction may be defined as micro-scaffolding, and support which can 
be found in the context of the learning can be referred to as macro-
scaffolding. This paper reports on research carried out in a pre-service 
English teacher training context which explored macro-scaffolding. 
Findings suggest that support at the macro-level includes the shared 
understanding of accepted practices of the training context in terms of 
what is considered ‘good’ teaching and the conventions of feedback. One 
conclusion from this study is that there is a need to recognize and 
explicitly discuss these norms and practices in order to support the 
micro-scaffolding at the interactional level. 

 

 

Introduction 
 

In a socio-cultural theory of learning, guidance and support of a less able peer or learner 
takes place through interaction in a particular social context (Daniels, 2001; Vygotsky, 1986). 
The more able peer’s role is to provide assistance and support which aids learners’ knowledge 
construction (Gibbons, 2006). This guidance is often referred to as scaffolding. In a school 
setting, the interaction between the teacher and the learner is essentially dialogical (ibid) so 
language is one of the tools of mediation between the subject to be learnt and the learner. There 
has been much research into the role of talk in primary schools in the UK which is based on the 
premise of teacher and student talk as the mediating tool in the construction of knowledge 
(Mercer, 1995, 2000; Myhill, 2004; Myhill & Warren, 2005). Structured classroom talk between 
teacher and students guides the construction of knowledge (Alexander, 2001, 2004; Mercer, 
1995, 2000; Mercer & Littleton, 2007).  

While talk is clearly crucial in a study of scaffolding, the physical, cultural and social 
contexts play significant roles in the scaffolding of knowledge at a macro level (Hammond & 
Gibbons, 2005; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Vygotsky, 1986). Macro level scaffolding may be the 
institutional and organizational context (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; Sharpe, 2006), which 
includes ‘designed-in’ scaffolding such as the curriculum, planning and sequencing of tasks. 
Alexander (2001) argues for macro-level support to include the social, educational and cultural 
context of the learning.  

The main aim in a pre-service teacher training context is to support and guide the trainees 
to become fully qualified teachers. Micro-scaffolding operates at the level of interaction and talk 
through prompts, questions and cues, and macro-level scaffolding operates at the level of the 
teacher training context through notions of ‘good’ teaching, norms, and conventions of the 
training event. Macro-scaffolding has been little researched perhaps because of the “arduous 
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tasks of defining and investigating it” (Meyer & Turner, 2002, 17). The aim of this paper is to 
investigate and define macro-scaffolding in a teacher training context. This paper argues that not 
only do contextual factors need to be further explored, but so does the very special relationship 
between micro-scaffolding and macro-scaffolding in terms of how they operate together. One 
result of such an understanding is that trainers might be able to better support their trainees.  
 

 

Scaffolding 
 

Scaffolding is a process of guided intervention within a socio-cultural framework. 
“Sociocultural theory is a theoretically framed approach to the study of learning and 
development as social constructions” (Gee & Green, 1998, 146). Such a perspective places great 
emphasis on the interactive and social nature of learning, that is, the guided construction of 
knowledge between teacher and leaners. Scaffolding as a metaphor to describe the assistance a 
teacher or more knowledgeable peer can give in a learning context derived from the work of 
Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976). It is “an instructional process in which a teacher supports 
students cognitively, motivationally, and emotionally in learning while helping them to further 
develop autonomy” (Meyer & Turner, 2002, 18).  The term scaffolding was originally introduced 
in the context of one-on-one tutorials and refers to the help given by a teacher or more able peer 
in an educational setting. The goal of research in the area of scaffolding has been to explore the 
nature of the support that the more competent other provides in the learning context (Wood & 
Wood, 1996). Maybin, Mercer and Stierer (1992) point out that the difference between teaching 
and scaffolding is in the quality of this guided intervention.  

Scaffolding is the intervention required for a learner to extend their zone of proximal 
development. The zone of proximal development (ZPD) refers to the gap between what the 
learner can do alone, and what the learner can do with guidance (Vygotsky, 1986; Wood & 
Wood, 1996). For example, two children aged 8 are given an exercise that they could not manage 
on their own. Both children are given some assistance e.g. “the first step in a solution, a leading 
question, or some other form of help” (Vygotsky, 1986, 187). One child could manage the 
exercise for a 12 year old; the other child could manage the exercise for a 9-year old. The first 
child has a larger ZPD which is guided by the scaffolding of a teacher or more able peer. 
Although Vygotsky himself did not introduce the term ‘scaffolding’, there seems to be a 
consensus that scaffolding is the instructional strategy suggested by Vygotksy’s reference to 
assistance by a more able peer. In other words, Vygotsky provided the “theoretical anchoring” 
(Bliss, Akew & Macrae, 1996, 38) for the notion of scaffolding, or intervention (Wood & Wood, 
1996). Scaffolding which supports and guides the learner in their ZPD is  “task-specific support, 
designed to help the learner independently to complete the same or similar tasks later in new 
contexts” (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005, 8). 

Recent research has indicated that scaffolding can be viewed at several levels in the 
learning context (Engin, 2011; Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; Walqui, 2006). At the micro-level, 
this may be evidenced in the interactional talk. Examples of micro-scaffolding might be cued 
elicitation and recapping (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005), questions (Engin, 2013; Myhill & 
Dunkin, 2005), confirmations, rejections, elaborations, reformulations, and reconstructive recaps 
(Mercer, 1995). Macro-level scaffolding, on the other hand, is at a more structural level (Walqui, 
2006), incorporating the cultural, social and educational context of the learning. Examples of 
macro-level scaffolding are curriculum, planning, sequencing and selection of tasks (Hammond 
& Gibbons, 2005), and a project or a series of tasks over time (Walqui, 2006). This level of 
macro-scaffolding is scaffolding which supports the talk (Westgate & Hughes, 1997) and for 
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micro-scaffolding to be effective, there needs to be a shared understanding of the expectations, 
roles and conventions, that is, a shared understanding of the learning context.  
 
 
Macro-scaffolding: context and discourse  
 

As mentioned above, a sociocultural perspective on learning places great emphasis on the 
social and cultural in the educational context. One dimension of a pre-service teacher training 
context is its implicit ways of being and doing, that is, the discourse of the training context. 
Discourse is “a socially accepted association among ways of using language, of thinking, and of 
acting that can be used to identify oneself a as member of a socially meaningful group or social 
network (Gee, 1998, 51). Tension may arise when not all members of the group share or 
understand the accepted practices. This definition of discourse is highly relevant to a pre-service 
teacher training context where trainees are initiating themselves into the accepted discourse, and 
acculturating themselves into not only the profession, but also the norms and conventions of the 
context. The trainer holds considerable power in such a discourse as the ‘expert’ and the one who 
controls the discourse. Accepted models of being and doing, as well as accepted norms and 
conventions are part of the discourse in which the trainer and trainee are operating. This is a 
powerful force in our behavior, talk, attitudes and evaluations. 

 ...discourse, in this sense, is relationships of power / knowledge that are 
embedded in social institutions and practices. They are ways of 
organising meaning that are both reflected and produced in our uses of 
language and the formation of our subjectivities (Pennycook, 1994, 32). 

One manifestation of power is the way in which the trainer conceptualizes the notion of 
effective teaching. This influences the whole approach to the training and the content of the 
training since the dominant notion of good practice is manifested and promoted by the practices 
that are deemed acceptable and unacceptable. “The power to control discourse is seen as the 
power to sustain particular discursive practices with particular ideological investments in 
dominance over alternative practices” (Fairclough, 1995, 2). Due to the nature of many pre-
service teacher training courses, there is considerable judgment making from the models and 
approaches used in input, to the feedback given in teaching practice. The feedback is itself based 
on notions of effective teaching in a particular training context, and values certain teaching 
practices over others. 

A further aspect of the pre-service teacher training context is the nature of the 
conventions and norms of certain training activities. This is especially apparent in post-
observation feedback sessions. We need to consider whether trainees know the “rules of the 
game” (Copland, 2010, 465) and whether they know how to play the game. The trainers in a 
particular institution have a certain set of procedures for carrying out feedback sessions which 
are often subconscious. “For them, the roles they play and the participatory structures they evoke 
in feedback are normal, unremarkable, and, importantly, natural” (Copland, 2010, 471). In their 
studies of medical board interviews, Roberts and Sarangi (1999) refer to this concept as 
“gatekeeping discourse” in which the interviewer acts as gatekeeper to the discourse, and 
ultimately, a qualification. It could be argued that the trainer, in the feedback session, holds a 
similar role. Thus, it is clear that for the talk between trainer and trainee to be scaffolding talk, 
there needs to be a shared understanding of good practice, norms, and conventions. 

By gaining a better understanding of what macro-scaffolding features exist in the 
educational and cultural context of the teacher training environment we can then observe the 
relationship between macro-scaffolding and micro-level scaffolding at the interactional level. 
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Gee (1998) refers to these two differences as primary and secondary discourses. Since the 
trainees in this study are non-native speakers of English, not only do they need control over the 
primary discourse (in this case, spoken and written English), but they also need to be aware of, 
understand, and control the secondary discourse, the language needed for particular institutional 
contexts. As Gee (1998, 56) points out “It is, of course, a great advantage when the secondary 
discourse is compatible with your primary one”. This knowledge can then support a more open 
and explicit awareness of accepted norms and practices which trainers can refer to. In turn, it is 
hoped that the interaction between trainees and trainers can be more effective and supportive.  

The aims of this research were the following. Firstly, to explore the macro-scaffolding of 
this particular teacher training context with regard to the notions of effective teaching and the 
conventions of the feedback session, and secondly, to examine the relationship between an 
understanding of the macro-scaffolds and the effectiveness of the micro-scaffolding as evidenced 
in the talk between teacher and trainer. 
 

 

Methodology 

 
This study was a qualitative one incorporating ethnographic techniques such as 

interviews, lesson observations, feedback sessions and respondent validation. Since the study 
was focused on the natural, every day practices and activities of the pre-service teacher trainees, 
a qualitative research paradigm suited this research due to its valorization of naturally occurring 
data, as well as the emphasis on the description and interpretation of social situations (Flick, 
2007). This research incorporated data which were part of the trainer and trainees’ already 
existing work. These included self-evaluation reflections, running commentaries on lessons, 
lesson plans, post-observation feedback sessions, and assignments. 
 
 
Participants 

 

The participants were a cohort of English Teacher Education students enrolled in an 
English-medium university in a large city in Turkey. Their degree was a joint BA/MA course. 
The course comprises 3.5 years studying English Literature, and 1.5 years in the Education 
department, resulting in an MA and Qualified Teacher Status. This research took place in their 
final year. On graduation, the majority of students are employed by high schools in Turkey in the 
private sector. I was their lecturer for core courses, as well as their supervisor for school 
experience and teaching practice courses. In their final year of Education classes, the trainees 
were taking classes such as Classroom Management, Methods, and Current Trends in English 
Language Teaching. For their classroom experience, the first semester course was entitled 
School Experience, and it involved the trainees spending one day a week in a high school 
working with a mentor teacher. They were expected to teach one lesson a week. For their final 
semester, they took a six-week practicum course in which they had to teach almost every day. 
The 15 students who formed the research participant group were the group of students assigned 
to me for the School Experience course and the Teaching Practice course.  
 
 
Ethical Considerations 
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Considering my closely entwined role of researcher and observer, ethical issues were 
paramount. Students were asked for their consent through a description of the research aims and 
data collection techniques. I endeavored to follow the British Educational Research Association 
guidelines (BERA 2004) in the following ways. Firstly, I obtained voluntary informed consent 
before the research started making it clear that the participants could withdraw at any time. 
Secondly, I made my role of both their trainer and researcher clear at all times and I clarified in 
the consent form how they would be involved in the research. Thirdly, I explained that the data 
would be confidential and the participants would be referred to only by the initial of their name. 
In fact, this was clarified further when they received their transcripts and saw that there were 
initials only on the document. Finally, I provided the participants with copies of the transcripts of 
an audio copy of the feedback sessions. 

In the consent form I hedged the research topic slightly by stating the purpose was to 
study interaction between trainer and trainees. I specifically did not use the term ‘language’ or 
‘talk’ since this could have worried some of the trainees, as English is their second language. I 
did not want them to think I would be evaluating their language. Although many writers suggest 
one is honest about the purpose of the research (Creswell 2003) I felt that the exact purpose here 
would affect their learning in the training context.  
 

 

Data Collection  

 

Although the research group were 15 randomly chosen trainees from the cohort, some of 
these trainees were observed twice by the researcher, so the data include a total of 23 transcribed 
audio-recordings of feedback sessions, an interview with two colleagues, 23 self-evaluations of 
teaching written after their lesson, 15 school experience reports (written after their first semester 
School Experience, described above) and 12 respondent feedbacks. Feedback sessions were 
audio-recorded for minimum intervention and disturbance, and also to reduce stress levels. 
Recordings were transcribed verbatim immediately after the session (Rapley, 2007). Students 
had a high level of English competence and all interaction took place in English.  

The post-observation feedback sessions were one-on-one conversations between the 
trainer and trainee and lasted approximately 25 minutes. The feedback sessions followed 
common institutional procedures (Copland, 2010). The trainee was asked to reflect on the lesson 
and the trainer gave some comments. Together they identified areas of strength and areas to 
develop. The researcher had two separate interviews with two colleagues in the Education 
Faculty who were teaching the same group of trainees. The interviews did not have a pre-
determined schedule, but aimed to elicit how the trainer thought the trainees constructed 
knowledge, and how the trainer was supporting this. The self-evaluation reports of the lessons 
were about the lessons on which the observation and feedback had taken place. Trainees were 
required to fill out a form eliciting whether they had achieved their aims, what the students had 
learnt, areas of strength, and areas for development. The school experience reports were written 
at the end of a semester experience, and elicited reflections on their learning points, their 
understanding of how schools worked, and their understanding of classroom processes. As for 
the respondent feedback, trainees were given a copy of their feedback transcripts and asked to 
comment on it in any way they wanted. The documents such as self-evaluation reports, school 
experience reports and respondent feedbacks gave a window into the learning process through 
the eyes of the trainees, seen in their choice of topics and language. These words were also the 
result of their thought process and thus gave an insight into their concerns and constructs in 
teaching (Creswell, 2003). 
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Data Analysis 

 

Over time, assignments, self-evaluation forms, transcripts of audio-recorded feedback 
sessions were examined. The data were initially coded for instances of scaffolding at 
interactional level. This was done by looking very specifically at the language used by trainer 
and trainee, the prompting, questioning and hints. Firstly, all texts were studied several times, 
highlighting any salient points. There were no a priori codes or categories. The aim was one of 
discovery, rather than to establish or confirm a priori linguistic or social categories (Richards 
2003). The concepts were “observer-identified” (Lofland ,1970, cited by Hammersley & 
Atkinson, 1995, 211) by the researcher herself as the data were examined. 

The texts (consisting of transcripts of feedback sessions, assignments, transcripts of 
interviews) were processed through Weft QDA (Weft QDA, 2007), a qualitative data storage 
programme, freely available in the public domain. Through this programme, categories were 
defined and refined over time. Initially, the focus of the research was the trainer and trainee talk. 
However, it became clear very early on that there was a further contextual level of scaffolding 
taking place. Through the talk in the feedback sessions and the self-evaluations, it emerged that 
an understanding of teaching was linked to the existence of, and the understanding of factors 
such as expectations, norms and conventions in this particular training context. Since these 
categories transcended the actual talk between trainer and trainee, these instances were then 
coded as macro-scaffolding. Westgate and Hughes (1997, 131) remind us that although most 
researchers look for the observable features of discourse and scaffolding, there are significant 
factors which scaffold construction of knowledge which “lie behind the talk rather than being 
visible in it”.  

To achieve rigor (Holliday, 2002) and show “the workings” (ibid, 47), the following 
procedures were taken. Firstly, there was triangulation of methods through using a variety of 
techniques such as observation, audio-recordings of feedback sessions, interviews with 
colleagues, document analysis of lesson evaluations, observation notes, assignments, and lesson 
plans. Secondly, there was validation of the transcripts with the participants, in the form of 
member-checking. Thirdly, there was temporal validity in the sense that this research took place 
over two distinct semesters in an academic year. Data were gathered initially September – 
January, and then the categories were refined and confirmed in the period February – June. 

There are several limitations of this study. Firstly, all post-observation feedback sessions 
are with the researcher as trainer. The study would have benefitted from analysis of interaction 
and talk in feedback sessions with other trainers in the institution. This would have provided data 
that was not researcher-driven or focused, and as a result more neutral. However, due to 
workload and other duties, time-constraints were central to the decision not to involve other 
trainers. In addition, as in teaching, some trainers prefer to ‘keep the training room door closed’ 
and may not have welcomed intrusion into their work. Secondly, the very specific context of 
Turkish pre-service teacher trainees could be regarded as a limitation. However, this specific pre-
service English language teacher training of non-native speakers of English is common in many 
parts of the world. Thirdly, the dual role of researcher and participant required the author to be 
reflexive at all stages of the research, and account for any possible prejudices and judgments. 

The following part presents data which emerged as macro-scaffolding in this particular 
training context. The first section illustrates the macro-scaffold of ‘effective teaching’ and how it 
supports conversations about teaching. This is referred to by both trainees and trainers in their 
self-evaluations, assignments and school experience reports and respondent validation. The 
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second section presents data from post-observation feedback sessions in which the macro-
scaffold of understanding the conventions and norms of feedback sessions impacts on the 
success of the interaction and talk between the trainer and trainee.  

 
 

Macro-scaffolding:  The ‘Right’ Way to Teach  

 
A category of macro-scaffolding which emerged from all feedback sessions, reflection 

papers and interviews with colleagues was a notion of the ‘right way to teach’. Phrases such as 
‘practise what we preach’; ‘wrong techniques’, ‘good methodology’ and ‘mistakes about 
teaching’ displays a notion of ‘the right way to teach’. Colleagues working with the same group 
of trainees also talked about a ‘right way to teach’ and the concept of trainer as model. The 
excerpt below is from an interview with a colleague where he brings up the notion of ‘loop 
input’ (Woodward 1991, 2003). This is an approach to teacher training in which the trainer 
models the activity she wants the trainees to do with their own students. The interview was open-
ended, and he refers to the role of trainer and the need for trainers to model good teaching 
behavior.  

 
 

Excerpt 1 

 
“We practise what we preach, so, we, I actually take them through this 
process so perhaps they can take their students through that process as well, 
so it’s not just introduction skills or concept, also showing how to go about a 
student-centred inductive writing lesson” (Interview data). 
In this interview, the trainer believes that not only should trainers be encouraging trainees 

to use a particular approach, but that they should also be modeling such an approach. The trainer 
equates the loop input with the idea of practising what we preach. This modeling promotes and 
valorizes a particular approach over others, and suggests a ‘right’ way to teach. The model 
allows the trainer to introduce an approach to teaching, as well as providing common ground for 
evaluating and discussing teaching. 

The uses of the words ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ and phrases such as ‘make mistakes’ were 
commonly used by trainees to describe their teaching. One trainee writes about this in a school 
experience report. 
 
 

Excerpt 2 

 

“After Mrs X's observation and getting many useful feedbacks (sic) from her, 
I felt I showed an immediate progress in terms of practising what I should do 
and avoiding  wrong techniques” (School Experience report). 
The trainee has formed a conceptual model of good practice against which she can 

evaluate her own teaching. This model is likely to be the model of ‘good’ practice presented and 
demonstrated in the course. She uses terms such as ‘should do’ and ‘avoid wrong techniques’ 
which suggests that there is one way to teach and in order to be successful she must learn this 
way. To use the term ‘wrong’ implies that the trainee knows of a ‘right’ way. The trainee has 
built up a binary distinction between right and wrong teaching. It is also clear that she sees the 
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trainer’s role to guide her to stay on this ‘right’ path and that to make progress she needed to 
teach in the ‘accepted’ way.  

The notion of ‘proper’ methods is also evident in the trainees’ self-evaluation reports 
which they wrote after their teaching practice. One trainee’s first sentence in her self-evaluation 
was as follows: 
 

 

Excerpt 3 

 

“I think my lesson was good. Of course there were some mistakes but I tried to apply the 
proper method” (Self-evaluation form). 
The language the trainee uses here very much suggests that in her mind there is a right 

way, a proper method. She evaluates her lesson in terms of to what extent she could use the 
techniques her trainers had taught her. She also uses strong evaluative words such as ‘good’ to 
describe her lesson. Her notion of ‘good’ is based on how much she used the ‘proper method’, 
and uses the term ‘method’ in the singular to suggest one type only. 

A model of ‘good teaching’ also framed the post-observation feedback to the trainees. In 
the interview excerpt below, a colleague teaching the same cohort of trainees as the researcher 
stated that when giving feedback he had in mind a ‘good model’ of teaching. This model helped 
him to frame the feedback, but it is clear that the model also influenced his perceptions of a 
lesson, and influenced his value judgments about a lesson and teaching performance. 

 
 

Excerpt 4 

 

“My feedback was framed very much in terms of not just methodology, my 
own sense of what good methodology is, but my sense of classroom 
management but more concretely, what we’d actually been talking about or 
reading about in the classroom management course. So this made it a very 
strong interactive process” (Interview data). 
There are two points that need to be made here in terms of framing the feedback to 

trainees. This trainer is explicit about what framed his feedback, and that this frame was his own 
‘sense’ of ‘good practice’. He also explains that a basis for his feedback was the content of his 
classroom management sessions, a strategy he used to bridge the theory with the practice. As can 
be seen from the above comments made by trainees, they were very much aware of a model of a 
‘right way’ to teach and that our role was to point out the difference between what they were 
doing and the ‘right’ way.  

Espoused practices of right ways of doing and behaving can serve as a macro-scaffold 
which is used to demarcate acceptable teaching performance by both trainers and trainees. The 
trainees expect input and guidance on their performance, thus the role of the trainer inevitably 
involves making judgments and evaluation. The models of good practice act as guides and 
frames for trainers and trainees. In one sense, a blue-print acts as a scaffold as it reduces the 
possibilities, and breaks down the complicated job of teaching. Trainees have specific techniques 
to use which have been presented to them. They can take their ‘tool-kit’ of teaching techniques 
and prepare a plan. It could be argued however that the model also restricts the trainees, that the 
model is a “straightjacket” (Myhill & Warren, 2005, 55) rather than a scaffold. The model is 
used as a “means of control” (ibid, 55) rather than a guide where the trainer’s aim is to steer the 
trainee along a predetermined path which fits her own ideas of ‘good’ teaching. To a certain 
extent this could be true, however, the current context is that of pre-service teacher training 



Australian Journal of Teacher Education 

Vol 39, 5, May 2014  34

which warrants the use of a model by which the trainees can compare their own teaching. Since 
the trainees have no prior experience of teaching, the model or concept of good teaching acts as a 
guide to promote self-evaluation and judgment making.  
 
 
Macro-scaffolding: Norms and Conventions of the Feedback Session  

 
The conventions of lesson feedback were part of the English language teaching (ELT) 

discourses that the trainees found themselves in. Conventions of feedback refer to understanding 
the norms and procedures of the feedback session, as well as the expectations of the trainer for 
the trainee to reflect and critically analyse their lesson. Hammond & Gibbons (2005) refer to the 
support of shared goals and expectations as macro-scaffolding. It was part of the expectations of 
the course that the trainees were able to reflect on their performance and analyse strong and weak 
points.  

Some trainees were aware of these conventions and were able to articulate them. In a 
respondent feedback, one trainee wrote: 

 
 

Excerpt 6 

 

“At this moment (referring to the transcript of the feedback session), Mrs X 
addressed questions about the parts of lesson where I was not that much 
effective. We discussed together these points. The most important thing about 
this process was that Mrs. X did not expose or force her beliefs directly on 
me” (Respondent feedback). 
The trainee comments in this extract reveal that he understood his role as active 

participant in the feedback process by his use of the phrase ‘discussed together’, an awareness 
that the feedback session is an opportunity to co-construct knowledge of teaching.  It is also clear 
that he understood the trainer’s role as that of guide and facilitator rather than sole authority, and 
that the feedback was a joint process of learning and meaning-making.  

On the same theme, another trainee also wrote the following: 
 
 

Excerpt 7 

 

“I became aware that my mentor and I were mostly on the same page during 
the feedback”. (Respondent feedback) 
The trainee articulates the importance of convergence of ideas for the feedback process to 

be beneficial. His use of the term ‘on the same page’ is insightful as it suggests the need for both 
trainer and trainee to understand each other. He also refers to the fact that the feedback was a 
process, and that the trainer and trainee were both active members of this process. The discussion 
in the feedback session brought him to the conclusion that convergence was necessary for a 
constructive educational conversation.  

The next excerpt is part of a feedback session which demonstrates the points above, 
where the trainee understands her role of active participant. She also understands the conventions 
of the feedback session by critically evaluating her lesson and responding appropriately to the 
trainer’s prompts. 
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Excerpt 7 

 

T:  What about you? What’s your opinion of your lesson? What are you happy with? What 
were you not so happy with? 

ST:  It was good to have such a small class and I guess I made all students engage I made all 
students talk but as some of the students came late to the class. I couldn’t have made 
them read their quotations and share their ideas about their (inaudible) besides these, 
what can I say?  

T:  What would you change if you taught this lesson again? 
ST:  Actually I realised that I had to prepare a back up plan for the latecomers as well and 

considering the time I need to have some extra strategies to work. 
T:  Like what would you have done then? I mean, what could be a back up plan? 
ST:  Back up plan, for instance, as the students came late, I may omit the drawing part and just 

focus on the quotations so everybody talked about the quotation so I have made some, I 
may make some changes like this. (Feedback session) 
In this feedback session the trainer (T) opens with a general question. The trainee (ST) is 

expected to give a brief evaluation of the lesson, reflecting on what went well and what did not 
go well. The trainee does not reflect on what did not go well, so the trainer prompts with a 
further question. The trainee then fulfills the expectation of being critical and articulates the 
shortcomings, followed by suggestions for developing the lesson. The trainee has responded 
appropriately to the questions. There is shared understanding of the procedure and process, aims 
and conventions. The excerpt also reveals how the questions and prompts the trainer uses 
effectively scaffold the trainee’s reflection based on her understanding of the context. 

 
 

Macro-scaffolding and Micro-scaffolding: A Symbiotic Relationship 

 
The theme of understanding conventions of the feedback session was most apparent in 

instances where the trainee did not have such awareness. As is often the case, the less 
straightforward interactions exemplified the theme more clearly. An inability to reflect on the 
lesson during the feedback session suggested that the trainee did not understand the conventions 
of a feedback session. This could be from an unwillingness to self-evaluate, but it is more likely 
that the trainee is unclear about the different modes of the discourse (Roberts, Sarangi, 
Southgate, Wakeford & Wass, 2000). 

The following excerpt demonstrates a misunderstanding of expectations. The trainer asks 
for self-evaluation according to the usual procedures of feedback sessions, but the trainee is 
unable or unwilling to discuss what her weaknesses are. 

 
 

Excerpt 8 

 

T:  Ok, alright so now, in terms of your aim, “students will have read and discussed” (T 
reads out from the trainee’s lesson plan). Do you feel you achieved your aim? 

ST:  Yes, we have read the article, we have discussed, I asked some questions, they responded 
to me, I asked for their personal experiences, I think it went well and I tried to achieve 
these, I think so, yes. 

T:  Ok, right, is there anything you would change if you were to teach this lesson again? 
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ST:  Mm. (pause). In terms of?  (Feedback session) 
The trainer opens with the general question which aims to prompt a reflection of strong 

points and weaknesses from the lesson. The trainee points out what went well, without 
mentioning the weaknesses. The trainer then further prompts with a second question. The trainee 
seems unwilling to criticize herself, and then asks for clarification. The trainee’s question 
suggests she does not know what her weaknesses are, or that she believes the lesson went well. 
The trainer asks the same questions and prompts in the same way as the previous feedback 
excerpt, but in this discussion the questions do not scaffold the trainee due to a lack of 
understanding of the conventions of the context. 

In the following extract from a post-observation feedback session, the trainee was 
encouraged to reflect on his preparation of questions for the lesson. In the pre-conference there 
had been a discussion about the need to prepare and ask very specific questions, but he had not 
done this.  
 

 

Excerpt 9 

 
T:  Because you’ve got a big aim here, “the students will have read and discussed, analysed” 

you said you wanted them to analyse the texts. In order to analyse we have to find very 
specific questions. 

ST:  Yes, I am saying that. 
T:  And I looked for some well yesterday when we talked you said “yes, yes I’ll ask some 

questions”, so I thought they might be in your lesson plan. 
ST:  Yes, I thought the same thing, to prepare some questions, but to be honest, I couldn’t 

think of any appropriate questions. (Feedback session) 
Despite the very specific focus of the conversation, the trainee did not pick up on the fact that 

he was expected to reflect on his reading questions. The trainer expected him to reflect on the 
fact that he had not asked specific questions in the lesson, which in turn meant that the students 
had not been able to analyse the text. In response to the opening prompt, he confirms that his aim 
was to ask questions. He is unable or unwilling to critique his teaching. The trainer prompts 
further, to which the trainee evades self-evaluation of teaching by excusing the lack of questions 
on his preparation. The trainer’s guidance and directive strategies here do not scaffold 
construction of knowledge about teaching because there is no shared understanding of the aim of 
feedback. The trainee understands the importance of preparing questions, but he does not 
understand the need to be critically evaluating his lesson and discuss weaknesses.  
The final excerpt reveals a trainee who not only understands the conventions of the feedback 
session, but is able to manipulate them to suit her own preferences. The typical procedure 
(Copland, 2010) that all trainers in the institution used was first a discussion of strengths, and 
then weaknesses. This order also mirrored the questions on the self-evaluation form that trainees 
filled in before the feedback session. 
 
 
Excerpt 10 

 

T:  Do you want to talk about your lesson, if you’ve had a chance to think? 
ST:  I want to start with the points that I need to consider. 
T:  You don’t want to start with positive points? 
ST:  No, I don’t want. 
T:  No, Ok, fine it’s up to you. 
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ST:  The last activity wasn’t successful, about the phrasal verbs. (Feedback session) 
The trainer opens with the usual question to prompt the trainee to reflect. In this case the 

trainee knows that she is expected to start with the strengths, but specifically requests to discuss 
weakness first. The trainer is clearly surprised, but after giving her another chance to start with 
positive points, continues with the procedure the trainee has requested. This short excerpt is 
interesting in that it highlights an overextension of the accepted norms and conventions of the 
feedback session. The trainee wants to discuss something she is worried about, and manipulates 
her understanding of the procedures to fulfill her aims. She could only do this if she was already 
aware of the usual order. She also clearly understands the convention that she self-evaluates, but 
does this in the way she prefers. The fact that the trainee has an understanding of the context and 
discourse of the feedback session means that the trainer’s prompts can effectively scaffold the 
learning. 
 

 

Discussion 

 
The research question focused on how contextual factors scaffold pre-service trainees, in 

particular, how an understanding of accepted practices of ‘effective’ teaching, and the norms and 
conventions of a training context can support teacher learning. These were identified as themes 
which arose from all sources of data and in many conversations with all trainees at some 
juncture. As can be seen above, it is clear that the trainer and trainees were operating in a specific 
educational context. This context provided a dominant practice of what good teaching is, and 
what the conventions of English language teacher training are, with its expectations and roles of 
trainer and trainee. There was clearly a notion of ‘good’ teaching and the ‘right’ way to teach 
which is used by trainers and used by trainees to evaluate their teaching. This understanding 
creates a scaffold for thinking about and reflecting on teaching practice, planning and 
preparation. It acts as a scaffold in conversations with trainers about teaching. It also acts as a 
scaffold for trainers to organize the input of the training. It could be argued that this prescriptive 
notion of ‘good’ teaching is a straightjacket (Myhill & Warren, 2005) in the sense that the trainer 
was steering construction of teaching knowledge along a “predetermined path” (60). However, 
this is a pre-service teacher training context, and none of the trainees had taught before. As a 
result, at this stage in their learning they needed a model against which they could compare their 
own teaching. Mercer (1995) reminds us that a feature of effective scaffolding is to make smaller 
the challenge of the task by taking steps to reduce the difficulties. A model of teaching does this. 
Modeling, demonstrations and possible frameworks are part of the scaffolding role of the teacher 
(Alexander, 2004; Anton, 1999; Samaras & Gismondi, 1998), and therefore a significant part of 
a trainer’s role also. 

In some cases, trainees were very aware of this dominant practice and it formed the basis 
of their evaluations, lesson planning, lesson execution and discussions on teaching, as well as 
their relationships and roles in the teaching conversations. However, some trainees did not 
understand the expectations of the feedback sessions, their own roles as that of reflective 
practitioner, and the trainer’s role as a guide. It is important that both parties share expectations 
and have a mutual understanding of roles and responsibilities. These shared understandings and 
expectations create scaffolding conditions for the interaction and moment-by-moment micro-
scaffolding that takes place in the interaction between the trainer and trainee. As the excerpts 
revealed, aspects of the context which acted as a macro-scaffold were a model of ‘good 
teaching’, conventions and norms of feedback sessions. 
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From the data it was clear that scaffolding operates at a level of educational and cultural 
context, as well as an interactional level. The micro- scaffolding and macro-scaffolding are 
mutually beneficial and symbiotic.  The data suggests that both levels are necessary to support 
the construction of teaching knowledge. For example, a particular question or prompt from the 
trainer to promote reflection on a teaching point is only an opportunity for scaffolding if the 
trainee understands the conventions of feedback sessions. Similarly, even if the trainer or trainee 
understands their role in scaffolding teaching knowledge, scaffolding may not take place if the 
trainer does not use an appropriate question or prompt, or if the trainee does not become actively 
involved in the feedback by asking questions or justifying actions. Hammond & Gibbons (2005) 
make similar conclusions about the relationship between micro and macro scaffolding from their 
extensive study in a school context. Without the contextual macro-scaffolding “interactional 
support may become simply a hit and miss affair that may contribute little to the learning goals 
of specific lessons or units of work” (20).  

 
 

Conclusion 

 
Recent research has pointed to the need to examine scaffolding at both a interactional 

level, as well as a contextual level (Daniels, 2001), and to explore the relationship between the 
two (Walqui, 2006). Contextual support as  macro-level scaffolding lays the foundations for 
effective micro-scaffolding. In the context of pre-service teacher training, it is clear that trainees’ 
construction of teaching knowledge is influenced by their understanding of the conventions of 
feedback, as well as an awareness of the norms and accepted practices they are operating in. The 
notions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ practice which inevitably permeate all training contexts can act as a 
support for learning as long as the accepted practices are made explicit, and the trainee is 
exposed to a variety of  ‘effective’ teaching practice. The aim of scaffolding is to reduce the 
difficulty of the task, in this case, learning to teach. Trainers and trainees need to recognize the 
role that the context plays in this learning process, and be cognizant of the supportive structures 
which underpin good scaffolding. This calls for trainers and trainees to be openly explicit about 
their expectations, and the conventions of the training activities. It also calls for trainees to be 
critical of the context in which they are operating. A useful exercise would be for trainers and 
trainees to examine transcripts from feedback sessions where scaffolding does not take place and 
discuss what is happening, and why. This may pave the way for explicit discussion of 
expectations from both sides in the interaction, and may raise trainers’ awareness of how they 
need to support the interaction. 
 

 

References 
 
Alexander, R. (2001). Culture and Pedagogy. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 
Alexander, R. (2004). Towards dialogic teaching: rethinking classroom talk. Cambridge: 
Dialogos UK Ltd. 
Anton, M. (1999). Sociocultural perspectives on teacher-learner interaction in the second 
language classroom. Modern Language journal, 83 (3), 303-318. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/0026-
7902.00024 
BERA. (2004). BERA guidelines: Revised ethical guidelines for educational research. Available 
from http://bera.ac.uk/publications/guidelines/ethica1.pdf [Accessed 7 September 2009]. 



Australian Journal of Teacher Education 

Vol 39, 5, May 2014  39

Bliss, J., M. Akew & S. Macrae. (1996). Effective teaching and learning: Scaffolding revisited. 
Oxford Review of Education, 22(1), 37-61. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0305498960220103 
Copland, F. (2010). Causes of tension in post-observation feedback in pre-service teacher 
training: An alternative view. Teaching and Teacher Education, 26(3), 466-472. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2009.06.001 
Cresswell, J. W.(2003). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods 
approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 
Daniels, H. (2001). Vygotsky and pedagogy. New York: Routledge. 
Engin, M. (2011). Scaffolding the construction of teaching knowledge in a pre-service teacher 
training context: Language Teacher education in a Turkish University. Unpublished Doctoral 
Thesis, University of Bath. 
Engin, M. (2013). Questioning to scaffold: an exploration of questions in pre-service teacher 
training feedback sessions. European Journal of Teacher Education, 36(1), 39-54. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02619768.2012.678485 
Fairclough, N. (1995). Critical discourse analysis. London: Longman. 
Flick, U. (2007). Designing qualitative research. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications. 
Gee, J.P. (1998). What is literacy? In: Zamel, V. & R. Spack. Negotiating academic literacies: 
Teaching and Learning across languages and cultures. 51-60. Oxon: Routledge. 
Gee, J.P. & J.L. Green. (1998). Discourse analysis, learning, and social practice: A 
methodological study. Review of Research in Education. 23, 119-169. 
Gibbons, P. 2006. Bridging discourses in the ESL classroom: Students, teachers and researchers. 
London: Continuum. 
Hammersley, M. & P. Atkinson. (1995). Ethnography: Principles in practice. London: 
Routledge. 
Hammond, J. & P. Gibbons. (2005). Putting scaffolding to work: The contribution of scaffolding 
in articulating ESL education. Prospect, 20, 6-30. 
Hockly, N. (2000). Modelling and 'cognitive apprenticeship' in teacher education. ELT Journal, 
54(2), 118-125. http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/elt/54.2.118 
Holliday, A. (2002). Doing and writing qualitative research. London: Sage Publications. 
Hyland, F. & M.M. Lo. (2006). Examining interaction in the teaching practicum: issues of 
language, power and control. Mentoring and Tutoring: Partnership in Learning, 14(2), 163-185. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13611260500493535 
Lantolf, J, P. & S.L. Thorne. (2006). Sociocultural theory and the genesis of second language 
development. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Maybin, J., N. Mercer, & B. Stierer, B. (1992). ÔScaffoldingÕ learning in the classroom. In: K. 
Norman (Ed). Thinking voices: The work of the National Oracy Project. London: Hodder & 
Stoughton. 186-195. 
Mercer, N. (1995). The guided construction of knowledge: Talk amongst teachers and learners. 
Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd. 
Mercer, N. (2000). Words and Minds: How we use language to think together. London: 
Routledge. http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9780203464984 
Mercer, N. & K. Littleton. (2007). Dialogue and the development of children's thinking. London: 
Routledge. 
Meyer, D.K. & J.C. Turner. (2002). Using instructional discourse analysis to study the 
scaffolding of student self-regulation. Educational Psychologist, 37(1), 17-25. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1207/S15326985EP3701_3 
Myhill, D. (2004). Making connections: teachers' use of children's prior knowledge in whole-
class discussion. British Journal of Education Studies, 52: 263-275. 



Australian Journal of Teacher Education 

Vol 39, 5, May 2014  40

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8527.2004.00267.x 
Myhill, D. & F. Dunkin. (2005). Questioning learning. Language and Education, 19(5), 415-427. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09500780508668694 
Myhill, D. & P. Warren. (2005). Scaffolds or straitjackets? Critical moments in classroom 
discourse. Educational Review, 57(1), 55-69. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0013191042000274187 
Pennycook, A. (1994). The cultural politics of English as an international language. London: 
Longman. 
Rapley, T. (2007). Doing conversation and document analysis. London: Sage. 
Richards, K. (2003). Qualitative Inquiry in TESOL. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/9780230505056 
Roberts, C. & S. Sarangi. (1999). Hybridity in gatekeeping discourse: Issues of practical 
relevance for the researcher. In: C. Roberts & S. Sarangi (Eds). Talk, work and institutional 
order: Discourse in medical, meditation and management. Berlin: Mouton De Gruyter. 473-504. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1515/9783110208375.4.473 
Roberts, C., S. Sarangi, L. Southgate, R. Wakeford, V. Wass. (2000). Oral examinations Ð equal 
opportunities, ethnicity, and fairness in the MRCGP. British Medical Journal, 320, 370-375. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.320.7231.370 
Samaras, A, P. & S. Gismondi. (1998). Scaffolds in the field: Vygotskian interpretations in 
teacher education programmes. Teaching and Teacher Education, 14(7), 715-733. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0742-051X(98)00024-9 
Sharpe, T. (2006). 'Unpacking' scaffolding: Identifying discourse and multimodal strategies that 
support learning. Language and education, 20(3), 211-231. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09500780608668724 
Vygotsky, L, S. (1986). Thought and Language. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
Walqui, A. (2006). Scaffolding instruction for English language learners: A conceptual 
framework. International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism. 9(2), 159-180. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13670050608668639 
WEFT QDA. (2007). Available from http://www.pressure.to/qda/ [accessed 10 September 2008]. 
Westgate, D. & M. Hughes. (1997). Identifying 'quality' in classroom talk: an enduring research 
task. Language and education, 11(2), 125-139. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09500789708666723 
Wood, D., J.S. Bruner & G. Ross. (1976). The role of tutoring and problem solving. Journal of 
Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 17, 89-100. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-
7610.1976.tb00381.x 
Wood, D. & H. Wood. (1996). Vygotsky, tutoring and learning. Oxford Review of Education, 
22, 5-16. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0305498960220101 
Woodward, T. (1991). Models and metaphors in language teacher training. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
Woodward, T. (2003). Key concepts in ELT: Loop input. English Language Teaching Journal, 
57(3), 301-304. http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/elt/57.3.301 

 


	Australian Journal of Teacher Education
	2014

	Macro-Scaffolding: Contextual Support for Teacher Learning
	Marion Engin
	Recommended Citation



